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Diagnosis Blind: Evaluation and the Reasoning behind the Aid for Blind and Visually Impaired 
Students 
Problem:
The University of Illinois, a long-standing pinnacle of disability aid and programs boasts 
several aids to the visually impaired and blind students on its campus. However, not all of the 
types of aid provided are as effective as intended. While good intentions may have laid the basis 
for all of the aid, not all of the ideas reached reality intact. For example the ideas of implementing 
Braille textbook materials, along with audio versions were successful; however the pedestrian 
signals were a failure. And so the question becomes not what programs are and are not effective, 
but instead, “why are some programs effective and some are not; or what went wrong?”
Method:
The initial step, and also the most important, was to define what exactly the aid provided to 
blind students was or is. To better understand what precisely constitutes aid, it was also necessary 
to look up several writings on the subject of blindness, as well as conduct an interview to 
determine what the general problems were, and how they were commonly solved either on campus 
or elsewhere. I looked up various works by blind authors or about blindness to understand the 
difficulties, and interviewed a blind staff member, Mr. Brian McMurray, University of Illinois 
alumni and the Speech and Hearing Coordinator at the Center for Disability Resources and 
Educational Services (D.R.E.S.) on campus to get a primary opinion on the issue, and better 
identify the key aids. From there, only the aid that was needed specifically for college attendance 
was evaluated. Formulating a basis for the evaluation for each type of aid, another interview was 
conducted with the same person, Mr. Brian McMurray, who also happened to have been born 
blind, and could very accurately describe both forms of aid, and how effective they were. Also, 
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more documents had to be found that could justify if the aids really helped or actually hindered 
(such as finding the percent of people who are blind as opposed to visually impaired to see how 
affectively D.R.E.S. was at providing materials for both conditions). From there, I found the 
University’s intentions behind each aid and actions to implement them to conclude where the 
effective and ineffective differ. My findings not only answer my question as to why some 
programs work and others do not, but also subsequently evaluates the University’s aid to blind and 
visually impaired students more broadly.  
The Testing
In starting my research, I first sought out the initial material needed to begin my study, the, 
Americans with Disability Act (A.D.A.), which says that “discrimination on the basis of disability 
in employment, State and local government, public accommodations, commercial facilities, 
transportation, and telecommunications is unlawful,” or in other words, no one should be denied 
access on the basis of disability (Guide). But how is this rule carried out, how do people actually 
make things more accessible to others? The first step to answering this question is to find the 
definition of accessibility as it is used in the context above. “Accessibility,” according to Mr. 
McMurray, is different depending on the situation, one example being buildings versus websites. 
“When [the university] talks about making a building accessible, they mean for wheelchair 
students” because students with other disabilities can still navigate things like stairs, while “when 
referring to making materials and the internet accessible, we mean for people with visual 
problems,” who cannot see the screen to read vital emails that are a large part of college 
communication (McMurray).
It is a simple extrapolation from this point to see that the majority of problems that visually 
impaired students face on campus involve their inability to read. As I naively pointed out during 
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the first interview, however, there are ways around this. In class, we have reviewed video material 
showing the Braille library here at the university, as well as the machine that makes more Braille 
material (Lincoln). Certainly one would think this was an extremely effective adaptation by the 
University of Illinois to help its visually impaired students. However, one would then be surprised 
to learn that this is in fact not the case. According to Mr. McMurray, and a statistic that I found, on 
various websites, which portrays his words through numbers, “only about 11-13% of people with 
visual disabilities are fully blind, the rest simply have poor vision.” (McMurray, Report). The 
definition of legal blindness is 20/200 vision or worse, or “Visual field restriction to 20 degrees 
diameter or less (tunnel vision) in the better eye,” far from being unable to see anything 
(MedicineNet.com). On top of this little known fact, “most people who were not born blind cannot 
read Braille,” a fact that Beth Finke brings up in her book Long Time No See, where she refers to 
forced learning of Braille as “Braille Jail.” (McMurray, Finke). Braille is an entirely different 
language, and as such, cannot simply be picked up out of nowhere by those who either become 
blind later in life, or who are not blind enough to necessitate learning the symbols. 
While at first, this seemed to be a weak point in the universities attempt to aid the blind and 
visually impaired, it is important to note that evolution of this “Braille Library” has kept up very 
well with the times. This is in part due to the fact that the plan set down by the University in a 
reassessment of its library services to the disabled developed a plan that had a long range objective 
of “progressive development and coordination of library services to the physically handicapped 
and the blind (Mary).” The Braille Library, established in 1941, was actually in place long before 
there where huge incentives for providing such material, which did not come around until 1956 
with the additions to the Act of 1879 (Mary). And it was not until 1961when “legislation […] for 
the first time […] [provided additional provisions] to meet the cost of advisory and consultant 
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service in connection with the administration of the Act,” so the very establishment of the library 
speaks volumes of the universities wishes to help the disabled, not to mention that after digging a 
little deeper, I found that the original library did in fact also have audio materials for those who 
could not read Braille, as attempting to entertain that problem by teaching all the visually impaired 
to read Braille I will admit to be a highly difficult if not impossible task (Braille). 
Since then, the library has actually been discontinued, though the effort to provide books to 
the blind and visually impaired has in no way diminished. D.R.E.S. currently handles all of the 
material issues for students, considering that the percentage of students in the university needing 
this aid is so small (less than 1%), and they can perform the various tasks needed to make any book 
available to any student (Report). The facility has a Braille machine of its own that can produce 
new Braille material for students or faculty, like McMurray, who still have the skill to read it, and 
it also has the ability to scan books and enlarge the font to make it easier to read for students with 
mere visual acuity problems. And a final ability of the facility is the use of audio books for 
students who are blind but cannot read Braille. 
It is clear from said historical information and current examples, that the University of 
Illinois worked very hard initially to seek out remedies for the blind and furthermore did a 
noteworthy job of implementing a Braille Library as well as other material aids. If from so early on 
the University was already gaining a reputation of being disability friendly and accommodating, 
and did so well in implementing their first programs towards such, why were not all of the 
following disability aid ideas not as helpful or successfully put into practice?   
When it comes to material provisions and aid, the University of Illinois is clearly trying it’s 
best to stay as helpful as possible. However, material is not the only part of college life. It is true 
that having the correct materials would give you every physical thing that you needed to succeed in 
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your classes, but the other half of college success involves going to those classes and it is here that 
the University does not shine. The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign’s campus is 
immensely large, and though most likely no more than any other campus, fairly dangerous to walk 
around with the bike paths, streets, and sidewalks all interconnecting to arrive at each and every 
destination. So how can students who don’t have the benefit of eyesight navigate such a large 
campus?
The traditional methods still apply here. A walking cane helps a lot, both in the buildings 
and outside, as a video demonstrated to our English class. The cane can help to point out 
boundaries (walls and doors) as well as notify depth (stairs), giving a blind student just as much 
ability to navigate as anyone else. Mr. McMurray points out that even he takes the stairs, and while 
people question this, he points out that he still wants to be active like everyone else, and he can 
climb them easily, so why not? It would therefore appear that navigating the insides of buildings 
isn’t so hard, yet that isn’t quite true for a less than obvious reason. Within a given building on 
campus, there are many rooms, and while some sport the flashy room numbers on the outside, not 
all of them do, and of the ones that do exist, not all have Braille at the bottom (which cannot 
always be read by some people anyway), and besides, not all rooms have large easily readable 
numbers anyway. A prime example of what should be the goal in all buildings, is in Altgeld Hall, 
where each room on the basement level has a plaque with a large number and Braille on it, while 
conversely, a mere hundred yards away, in the English Building’s basement the doors are marked 
with paper and pen, the worst case scenario for a blind or visually impaired student. A door with a 
sign taped on it saying “59A,” such as the one outside our own English classroom isn’t enough 
identification to a blind person that that room is the right or wrong room. On top of this, while 
some rooms have the plaque, it isn’t always large enough for everyone to read it. And going 
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further than simply the blind and visually impaired on campus, bigger numbers would in no way 
hinder the ability of the visual population to find rooms. For the University of Illinois, it is a win-
win situation that is not capitalized on.  Obviously, while not as large or threatening of an issue as I 
will state in the next paragraph, this highlights an example of when the University did not succeed 
in aiding those with disabilities, especially in sight.  
There are similar problems waiting for blind and visually impaired students outside school 
buildings. Yet in a positive light, most blind or visually impaired students already have various 
aids that help them in those situations, such as canes or dog guides. Although not a direct aid 
provided by the university, it is also worth noting that some students have taken to other means of 
traversing campus such as calling the bus drivers around campus to help them get around. 
A better example of a failed aid form is the set of street beepers located at various 
crosswalks. On campus, the street crossings leave the students many cars to deal with, a possibly 
fatal problem. The current solution is to employ the help of beepers at crosswalks to let walkers 
know when it is their time to cross. Yet as Mr. McMurray pointed out to me, “the beepers are so 
loud that they are disorienting.” (McMurray) Not exactly something that helps someone who relies 
on the sound to give them a location. So based on this purpose, there was no bonus of putting in 
the beepers. While this is possibly untrue, and that one must consider the seeing people that it 
helps prevent from crossing the street and risking their lives, as well as the “feeling” of helping 
someone that it provides, the main purpose seems to have met failure. After further research the 
facts play out quite different. The University of Illinois was very proactive in finding a solution to 
the problem even before the beepers were introduced. In a letter to Mr. McMurray, a dean 
comments on his experience observing a intersection saying “There was blind man on the corner, 
with a white cane, who seemed unable to cross the street,” because the sound of the traffic from 
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various different lanes left him unable to decide when it was safe to cross (Unknown). Upon this 
encouragement, as well as multiple other citizens’ urges, Champaign County acted by employing 
special representatives including Mr. McMurray, from the University, to solve the issue. From the 
recorded documents approving the changes on Green Street, the Audible Pedestrian Signals, or 
A.P.S. subcommittee of Champaign County Regional Planning Commission sites the need for this 
equipment, specifically the kind of beepers that are designed to help blind and visually impaired by 
providing different noises for the different crossing directions. Somewhere along the lines though, 
this final solution did not make it to reality correctly (Champaign). Mr. McMurray describes the 
problem as “not look[ing] at enough options, and also, [being] locked into the walk signals and 
pedestrian signals we already had installed for sighted pedestrians, so that [also] limited [the] 
options,” resulting ultimately in the wrong street beepers (McMurray). 
In the end, the aid still remains quite ineffective in helping the blind and visually impaired 
students.  The smaller example of an oversight in room numbering as well as this final example of 
the failed beeper systems, highlights the University’s inability or lack of desire to see every 
program through to success.  These forms of aid to disabled students, like the building of a Braille 
library, started with the desire to help those less fortunate; then at least the A.P.S. idea moved to 
the stage of application still with the addition of excellent recourses (highly qualified staff) or the 
best technology available (for the Braille library).  However, what went wrong with these forms in 
comparison with the first example, is that when the implementation proved difficult or more 
exhaustive, when obstacles of any kind were reached, such as the county putting in the wrong 
street beepers, the University did not exercise all possible solutions but simply left it as is, for it did 
still help those without need, the sighted.  Therein lies the difference, the answer to the question of 
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why some disability aides work and some do not, is the simplicity or lack of obstacles that must be 
conquered to employ each idea.    
Final Findings
In summation, the findings point out a singular fact: when the complications arose in 
providing aid, the university sided with what was most beneficial for the majority of its students, 
not specifically those who still need aid. In situations where there is no conflict between sighted 
pedestrians, and visually impaired or blind students, such as when it comes to supplying material, 
the University of Illinois performs very well, from the evolution of the Braille Library to 
incorporate many different forms of aid, the DRES facility has continued the tradition of 
excellence with the students in other ways to supply their material, without helping them in 
anyway, something DRES has stressed since the days of Tim Nugent.  
Yet as for movement inside the buildings, there is room for improvement. The University 
of Illinois has some rooms carefully marked off, especially in the newer buildings, but when it 
wouldn’t be too hard to put in a newer set of larger print, Braille bottomed name plates on ALL 
rooms, it seems like only average effort, something that the University of Illinois, the pinnacle of 
disabled aid giving colleges, should not accept, however, it still does, because the majority of 
students can still locate classrooms.
And finally, the outside travel also has room for improvement. The bus system helps to 
travel the large campus, and with the help of busses, students who cannot see maps to find their 
location are enabled to travel the sometimes long distances to class just as any other student, and 
when it comes to short distances on foot, with the help of a walking cane, and street signals, most 
can manage, assuming the streets aren’t busy. But when larger street corners are involved, such as 
Green Street, the University still favors the sighted students in providing crosswalk signals, or will 
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urge the County to replace them; proving in the end the difference between effective and 
ineffective aids is truly the number of barriers presented. 
Recommendations
Movement around campus is the real area for improvement for the college. Providing 
simple plaques outside all of the university buildings would not be terrifically costly, and it has 
implications that would benefit not only the blind and visually impaired, but also the sighted 
community. 
On the outside of campus, the problem has not changed nor has the solution. The street 
crossings are still very busy, very dangerous, and impossible to cross for most blind students. In 
order to fix the problem, correct A.P.S. need to be installed. It will be costly, yet it would 
significantly improve the mobility of the visually impaired and the blind as well as actually 
confirming the University of Illinois’ reputation for handicap accessibility in general, and making 
it a quality example of what to do at other universities to benefit the blind and visually impaired 
community as a whole.  Included in seeing the tasks through to the end, it is also imperative that 
University utilize its resources, including the community it wishes to help, represented by 
McMurray and others, to achieve the best result. The University must not give in, no matter the 
number of struggles they encounter, until they see the program through, the amount of aid it lends 
the community as a whole must not block their view of its effect on those it was aimed to serve. If 
the University can succesfully implement these kinds of aids (the ones that have barriers to 
overcome), it will truely be a pinnacle of disability aid that other universities can strive to mimic.
The Other Possibilities
Another point of view that may be interesting to pursue is the aid provided to teachers to 
better instruct their blind and visually impaired students. As pointed out by a professor at the 
Mason Walgrave 10
Engl. 199 CH2
University, material they use to teach must be as altered as the material used to read by the blind 
and visually impaired students.  How do teachers deal with the different learning styles of these 
students?
Furthermore, while the overall project serves its purpose, explaining how the less effective 
aids came to be, the University of Illinois aid to visually impaired students, there are some obvious 
limitations. Primarily, the research focuses on a small group of aids, the most common and most 
obvious to assess how well the university addresses its visually impaired population, not delving 
deeply into the entire issue. In situations where a specific body is being evaluated on its actions, 
the more examples, the more accurate the evaluation, and hence the better the research project. It 
may also be interesting to look at some of the aids from a different point of view to find if they are 
effective in other ways than the obvious. As pointed out in Elyse Leannais’ Blue Lights: Twinkling 
Stars of Safety or Pillars of Antiquity?, another EUI student’s paper, sometimes the benefit of 
certain University improvements is not tangible, but instead more of an emotional or mental 
benefit, such as the feel of safety it gives to visual students who have to cross dangerous roads 
every. With loud beeping signs dictating when to cross the street, and when not to, perhaps 
jaywalking incidence decreases, or at least hopefully the guy standing on the corner in confusion as 
to where to go will no longer have to debate that decision for fear of his life.
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